N ever let it be said that the occupational health nurse is a poor communicator. Although nurses are usually well prepared to effectively communicate with clients, complex exchanges and crowded schedules often contribute to ineffective communications. This column presents the characteristics of good communication and strategies which an occupational health nurse manager can utilize for cultivating better communications.
The ultimate goal in a company is to foster open communications so that persons with differing opinions can have a forum, that problems can be worked out, and that collaborative goals can be set. Each person within the company, regardless of job title, should feel that expression of individual ideas is acceptable. The occupational health nurse manager has a unique role as the company spokesperson for occupational health and safety issues.
Effective communication makes a good organization into an even better one. The following benefits can accrue from effective communications in a company: • Frequent contact among workers to problem solve. • Pooled effort to develop products and services. • Rich communications. • New learning opportunities. • Up to date on current topics (Peters, 1982) . Let us examine some useful strategies for promoting effective communication among the occupational health staff Although nurses are usually well prepared to effectively communicate with clients, complex exchanges and crowded schedules often contribute to ineffective communications.
Invite Two Way Communication
A primary distinguishing factor in effective communication is that it is two way, with avenues open for both parties to express themselves. All too often communication is one way. For example, the occupational health nurse manager who tends to overuse written memos may be engaging in one way communication. In most cases staff members are not sanctioned to write memos in response.
This form of communication constitutes dispensing of information (McConnell, 1989) . Even forums or hallway conversations may be limited to superficial issues rather than substantive concerns in the organization. To press for true two way communication becomes frustrating for the staff Strategies for true two way communication require that the occupational health nurse manager invite communication with a willing and open ear to all ideas, complaints, and difficulties the staff may want to share. No facial grimaces or avoiding issues, but instead direct eye contact and a sincere interest in the staff member's words are needed. True two way communication means that the staff knows that words are listened to, not ignored.
Provide Direct Feedback
Another strategy to insure effective communication is to give prompt direct feedback. Some managers seem to give confusing answers or unclear messages. Sometimes this approach is used to avoid committing to a defined position on a question. Not only does it create ambiguity for the staff member, but uncertainty, anxiety, misinformation, and rumors are sure to result.
Staff members resort to soliciting information from each other, uninformed as they may be on the issue, to provide answers (Beckhard, 1987) . In some instances managers delay responding to staff questions or requests, perhaps thinking that the question has low priority. More than ever, the staff person feels cut off from the organization and loses respect for the manager. Every staff member should be entitled to clear, direct instructions or clear, direct answers to a question.
Improve Communication Skills
Acknowledge that you need to improve in communication skills. It is common for people to feel that they are excellent communicators and that other people just do not listen (McConnell, 1989) . In fact, communications are riddled with extraneous information, pauses, unclear metaphors, and awkward sentence structure. Often a communication involves so much verbiage that the entire message is lost. We all have had experiences with a short story becoming a long one which bores and confuses our listeners.
Try to make your messages short. Rephrase them and ask the listener to confirm what you have said. Pay attention to quizzical looks or comments that indicate that you have not communicated well. Attempt to use precision in your choice of words and avoid tangents.
Make Time for Communication
Our daily schedules allot precious little time for communication among staff members. Schedules usually provide for contact time between nurse and client, but fail to provide for that all important time for nurses to communicate and plan care. Allow for time to ask how the staff member feels about the job and improvements that could be made. Allow for time to ask the staff member about personal issues. Watch how time shortages creep up and how you may digress once again to one way communication.
Use Confrontation as a
Management Tool All too frequently, we hedge in our communications, afraid to ask the direct question or get to the heart of the matter. In confrontation, pri-vately identify the issues. Confrontation is usually used when a problem exists that needs correction. To give an example, a frequently tardy staff member should be confronted with the comment "You are frequently late and the clinic starts promptly at 8 AM." From the comment the staff member understands directly that what is at issue is the tardiness and that clinics are not scheduled around staff times (Davidhizar, 1988) .
Use Humor to Communicate
Humor can ease communications, making everyone relaxed enough to listen to the finer points. A tense audience may actually have difficulty listening. Humor is frequently employed at the beginning of speeches and interactions and interspersed throughout to gain the attention of the listener.
Make Yourself Accessible to Staff
The occupational health nurse manager should be accessible and not cut off from the staff by a full calendar or by subordinates who run interference. Whether in face to face meetings or handwritten notes back and forth, make certain that the occupational health nurse manager is accessible to staff If you are frequently out of the office at meetings or out of town, communications will suffer.
Staff members need to feel that you welcome their views and that they can discuss problems with you. It is not necessary to always have an open door, but allow some time each day for staff to come in and have a private talk.
Foster Effective Communication
Portray an attitude that is consistent with your effort to foster effective communication. Allow give and take, invite fresh questions, and be honest when you do not know the answer to every question.
In summary, effective communications require vigilance. It is all too easy to retreat into one way communications. Take the risk and allow your occupational health staff to experience the richness of direct communications, confrontation, and trusting interchanges.
